Addressing barriers to promotion for female officers in municipal policing in Canada by Davey, Michelle L. (author) et al.
  
 
 
ADDRESSING BARRIERS TO PROMOTION FOR FEMALE OFFICERS IN 
MUNICIPAL POLICING IN CANADA 
 
by 
 
Michelle L. Davey 
 
Bachelor of Human Kinetics, University of British Columbia, 1996 
 
MAJOR PAPER SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL 
FULFILLMENT OF 
THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 
 
MASTER OF ARTS (CRIMINAL JUSTICE) 
 
In the 
School of Criminology and Criminal Justice 
 
© Michelle Davey 2020 
 
UNIVERSITY OF THE FRASER VALLEY 
 
Winter 2020 
 
All rights reserved. This work may not be 
reproduced in whole or in part, by photocopy 
or other means, without permission of the author. 
  
 ii 
 
Approval 
 
 
Name:  Michelle Davey 
Degree: Master of Arts (Criminal Justice) Degree 
Title:  Addressing Barriers to Promotion for Female Officers in Municipal Policing in Canada 
 
 
 
Examining Committee 
 
Zina Lee 
GPC Chair  
Director, School of Criminology and Criminal Justice 
 
 
 ____________________________________________________________ 
 
 Erin Osterberg 
Senior Supervisor 
Assistant Professor, School of Criminology and Criminal Justice 
 
 
 ____________________________________________________________ 
 
Irwin Cohen 
Second Reader 
Associate Professor, School of Criminology and Criminal Justice 
    
 
 ____________________________________________________________ 
 
  
 
Date Defended/Approved: ______________May 1, 2020______________________________  
 
 
  
 iii 
Abstract 
 
Female police officers face numerous barriers to promotion in municipal policing in 
Canada. For a variety of reasons, including that policing remains male-dominated, there are very 
few female officers in higher ranking positions in municipal police agencies in Canada. With few 
female leaders comes a lack of female role models, mentors, and the female influence in decision 
making at executive levels. This has had a broad effect on how police agencies respond to the 
communities they serve. This research summarized the value women bring to the policing 
profession and explored the barriers to promotion identified in the literature that have affected 
the number of women in senior leadership roles in Canada. The empirical data collected in this 
study is derived from surveys completed by 413 police officers working in several municipal 
police organizations in Canada. The intent of the survey was to explore the real and perceived 
barriers female officers experience in promotion to higher ranks. The results of the survey 
offered some important findings, including that barriers to promotion for women still exist in 
Canadian municipal policing. Recommendations are made suggesting ways that police leaders 
could use the information derived from this research to address real and perceived barriers to 
promotion for female officers in their respective policing agencies.  
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Introduction 
 
 Female police officers face numerous barriers to promotion in police organizations across 
Canada. These barriers exist, in part, because policing as a profession remains male-dominated, 
with very few women holding senior or supervisory positions. This dearth of female leadership 
brings numerous other concerns, including a lack of female role models and mentors, and the 
absence of female perspectives and influence in executive-level policing decisions. It also 
manifests itself in increased incidents of use of force complaints for the organization and 
increased sexual harassment incidents in policing (Lonsway, Moore, Harrington, Smeal & 
Spillar, 2003; Rabe-Hemp, 2008a). Thus, gender has an effect on the ways in which police 
agencies respond to the public and the types of services they provide (Barnes, Beaulieu, & 
Saxton, 2017; Lonsway et al., 2003; Rabe-Hemp, 2008a).  
This major paper examines the role of women in policing and considers the value that 
women contribute to the policing profession. By gathering empirical data from 413 surveys of 
both male and female police officers in at least three Canadian municipal police agencies, the 
intent of this major paper is to explore the barriers that women in policing perceive and 
experience in achieving promotion to senior leadership roles. Though the literature in this area is 
sparse, the findings of this research suggest that there are substantial barriers to promotion for 
women in modern policing. This research concludes with a number of recommendations 
suggesting a way forward for police leaders to address these barriers to facilitate more egalitarian 
police organizations representative of the communities they serve and to see more women in 
senior leadership positions in police organizations in Canada. The benefits that women bring to 
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senior leadership ranks are many and it is time to ensure that police agencies address the 
disparity and disproportion of women in senior leadership roles. 
The Role of Policing  
 
Police play an integral role in keeping the public safe in society (Merry, Power, 
McManus, & Alison, 2012). To engage in their duties, police officers count on the trust of the 
public to work collaboratively to create a safe community (Merry et al., 2012). Both male and 
female officers are hired to perform this community safety service, and the public should expect 
the same level of service regardless of the gender of the police officer. However, male and 
female officers are not treated the same in policing (Lappage, 2015). Female officers continue to 
face numerous challenges and barriers despite the presence of women working as police officers 
for almost 50 years in Canada. Female officers have been and remain underrepresented in police 
agencies and continue to struggle to gain parity with their male counterparts. This has caused 
significant discord within many police organizations. For example, lawsuits for sexual 
harassment and bullying on the basis of gender have plagued the Calgary Police and Waterloo 
Police Services (Lam, 2019; Pearson, 2019). Among complaints against the police, those for 
excessive use of force remain the most common (OPCC, 2017); however, research has shown 
that women generally use less force than male officers and, therefore, have fewer complaints 
made against them (Alley, Waugh, & Ede, 1998; Lonsway et al., 2003; Rabe-Hemp, 2008a). Use 
of force issues serve to erode public trust in police agencies that could negatively affect the 
ability of the police to keep the public safe (Lonsway et al., 2003). 
Society has progressed in the 21st century to be more inclusive of gender diversity than 
ever before (Haack, 2018; Zillman, 2019). For example, 2019 was celebrated as a record year for 
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female Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) in Fortune 500 companies1, as 33 companies or 6.6%, 
were led by women (Zillman, 2019). However, this is not truly cause for celebration; it is a 
reminder that there is still much more work to be done. Canadian policing has made great strides 
in hiring more women; however, for all their efforts, police organizations are nowhere near 
achieving gender parity. Women make up only 21% of police officers in Canada (Statistics 
Canada, 2017). Efforts to recruit and retain more women in policing are ongoing, yet the 
representation of women in policing remains proportionately low (Graue, Hildie, & Weatherby, 
2016; Langan, Sanders, & Agocs, 2017; Lonsway, et al., 2003). It is useful to examine some of 
the reasons why gender disparity continues in Canadian policing.  
Police Culture 
 
Policing was started by men and has remained a male-dominated profession since its 
inception (Graue et al., 2016). According to Bilkos (2016), there are numerous barriers to women 
participating in the police profession. It remains a challenge for women to adapt to the dominant 
masculine culture in policing because doing so often goes against who women truly want to be 
(Bilkos, 2016). According to Rabe-Hemp, policing is an “all-boys club” and remains resistant to 
the adoption or inclusion of female values (2008b, p. 252). This culture of masculinity has 
persisted for centuries and, even with the passage of time and increased efforts to recruit and hire 
women, little has changed over the past 70 years (Graue et al., 2016). The root of masculinity in 
policing resides in police culture and it is incumbent on police leaders to change the culture of 
policing to create true, authentic inclusion. This can be accomplished through meaningful and 
measurable changes within policing agencies to create more inclusive and equitable experiences 
                                                        
1 Fortune 500 companies are US companies that generate the highest total revenue by fiscal year. Retrieved from: 
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/f/fortune500.asp. 
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for women and other minority groups. This is topical for police chiefs in Canada, as the 
Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police (CACP) made equity, inclusion, and fundamental 
respect the topic of their annual research project in 2018 (CACP Global Studies, 2020). Since 
that project was completed, several police agencies in Canada have made an effort to improve 
their inclusion practices through study, policy change, and education (Calgary Police Service, 
2019; Canadian Centre for Diversity and Inclusion, 2019).  
As society has evolved to accept diversity and recognize the valuable contributions of 
people from a variety of ethnicities, genders, and cultures, policing has trailed behind. Not only 
do women account for only 21% of all sworn officers, but they account for only 15% of senior 
officers across Canada (Statistics Canada, 2017). Comparatively, women make up just over 50% 
of the Canadian population. In effect, their representation in policing is well below the national 
average and not reflective of the communities the police agencies serve (Statistics Canada, 
2014). However, this is a great improvement as female officers comprised only 4% of total 
officers, and 1% of higher ranks in Canadian police agencies in 1986 (Statistics Canada, 2016). 
Since then, the presence of female sworn officers has increased yearly (Statistics Canada, 2016). 
The idea that the police should be representative of the communities they serve is a 
concept supported by the President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing (), which was 
comprised of three police leaders and eight community leaders from business and academia. This 
Task Force suggested that police agencies should strive to “create a workforce that encompasses 
a broad range of diversity, including race, gender, language, life experience, and cultural 
background to improve understanding and effectiveness in dealing with all communities” 
(Ramsay & Robinson, 2015, p. 2). The concept proposed by the Task Force of having 
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proportional representation of gender, ethnicity, and culture is relevant for police leaders in 
Canadian policing today. 
In their stereotype activation experiment, Barnes et al. (2017) surveyed 1,105 people 
about their perceptions of women in policing and concluded that increasing the number of female 
police officers served to increase public trust. They asked a series of questions of respondents to 
ascertain their perceptions about female officers and determined that the overall belief was that 
the addition of female officers to the strength of a Mexican police agency would alleviate issues 
with corruption (Barnes et al., 2017). According to Rabe-Hemp (2008a) and Lonsway et al. 
(2003), this is because women tend to perform their duties from a position of care and support, 
rather than control. This can result in fewer use of force complaints and lawsuits that also 
contributes to building public trust (Lonsway et al., 2003; Rabe-Hemp, 2008a). In order to 
understand the true value of having more women in senior police ranks, it is useful to examine 
the history and the evolution of women in policing, and how that has affected ethical approaches 
in policing styles. 
Women in Policing 
 
 In Canada, the first female officers were hired by the Vancouver Police Department 
(VPD) in 1912 (Vancouver Police Museum, n.d.). They were both assigned to the “Women’s 
Protective Division” and tasked with working with female and juvenile criminals (Vancouver 
Police Museum, n.d.). They made less money, were not allowed to wear a uniform, and could not 
carry a gun (Vancouver Police Museum, n.d.). Women performed similar functions in police 
organizations in “progressive democracies” around the world (Prenzler & Sinclair, 2013, p. 2). It 
was not until the 1970’s that women were assigned similar functions in policing as men, such as 
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serving as a patrol officer (Prenzler & Sinclair, 2013). For example, in 1973, female officers in 
the VPD were issued firearms. Coincidentally, only a year later, the RCMP hired its first female 
officer (RCMP, 2016). Over time, more women were hired by the VPD and, in 2019, 26% of the 
VPD’s sworn strength were women, which was above the national average of 21% (Statistics 
Canada, 2017; Vancouver Police Museum, n.d.). 
 There was much opposition to the addition of women in the policing profession by male 
police officers (Prenzler & Sinclair, 2013). Men felt that police work required physical force that 
only men could exercise and authority that only men possessed (Prenzler & Sinclair, 2013). 
Women were not paid as much as men, they were not allowed to work in certain positions, and 
were subject to firing if they got married (Prenzler, 2002). Women faced sexual harassment, 
discrimination, and were not considered for promotions, which resulted in fewer women in 
senior leadership positions (Brown & Heidensohn, 2000; Hunt, 1990). It was not until legislation 
forced police organizations to hire women that the percentage of female officers began to rise 
(Martin & Jurik, 2007). However, women were still restricted somewhat to gender-related 
positions, such as domestic violence units or community policing functions (Grant, 2000; 
Lonsway et al., 2003; Miller & Segal, 2019). By limiting the type of work women police officers 
could perform, their ability to get adequate experience to be effective leaders was curtailed in the 
minds of male police leaders. As a result, there were fewer women promoted into senior 
leadership roles (Murphy, 2006; O’Connor Shelley, Moribato & Tobin-Gurley, 2011).  
For a number of reasons, the negative perspective of police agencies towards the potential 
and role of women in policing served as a detriment to their organizations. There is a growing 
body of research demonstrating the benefits to having more female officers in a police agency. 
For example, it has been established that women provide an alternative to men as a point of 
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contact for female victims of domestic violence or sexual offences that contributes to more 
women reporting their victimization to the police and an increased satisfaction with the police in 
response to their victimization (Natarajan, 2008; National Center for Women in Policing, 2002).  
Research has shown that female officers generally use less force than male officers when dealing 
with the public (Lonsway et al., 2003; Rabe-Hemp, 2008a). As a result, women generally 
experience fewer complaints of abuse of authority and fewer complaints of excessive or 
unnecessary use of force that can serve to improve the relationship between police and the public 
and can also save the police and the community millions of dollars in legal costs (Alley, Waugh, 
& Ede, 1998; Lonsway et al., 2003). These are just some of the benefits noted in the research.  
Sexual Harassment Complaints Reduced 
 In recent years, there have been numerous sexual harassment lawsuits filed by female 
police officers working in Canadian police organizations, including the Calgary Police Service 
and the Waterloo Regional Police Service (Lam, 2019; Pearson, 2019). These lawsuits have cost 
Canadian taxpayers millions of dollars (Gerster, 2019). Public Safety Canada (2019) concluded 
that these incidents of sexual harassment and bullying on the basis of gender have not only 
created toxic work environments but have eroded the public’s trust in policing institutions. The 
existence and continuation of sexual harassment in the workplace is a challenge for employees 
and the employer, can strain organizational morale, and tarnishes the reputation of the police. As 
a result, among several other reasons to be discussed below, recruitment and retention of female 
police officers remains a challenge (Lonsway et al., 2003). Additionally, given the public and 
focused media attention on sexual harassment lawsuits in policing (Lam, 2019; Pearson, 2019), it 
becomes difficult to maintain the trust of the public that police officers have the highest ethical 
standards and can be trusted (Fortenbery, 2015). Research suggests that it is necessary to have at 
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least 25% to 35% female police officers in an agency to quell harassment and the culture of 
masculinity in policing (Brown, Hegarty, & O’Neill, 2006; Krimmel & Gormley, 2003). Thus, it 
is important to not only have more female officers, but more women at rank to mitigate the effect 
of a dominant gender in policing (Krimmel & Gormley, 2003).  
Job Specific Benefits 
While women bring a different perspective to policing, there are specific benefits in 
certain service areas where women excel. For example, domestic violence remains a serious 
crime investigated by police (Lonsway et al., 2003; Miller & Segal, 2019). The literature 
demonstrates that ineffective police response to incidents of domestic violence has a negative 
effect on both the victim and the police agency (Lonsway et al., 2003; Miller & Segal., 2019). 
The victim may be less likely to report such an incident again in the future if he or she does not 
feel satisfied with the police response (Lonsway et al., 2003; McCormick, Cohen, & Ashton, 
2019; Miller & Segal., 2019). This could also result in a lawsuit, in particular if further harm 
occurs, due to ineffective police action (Lonsway et al., 2003). The literature indicates that 
having female officers investigate incidents of domestic or interpersonal violence increases 
victim cooperation, and the greater empathy and compassion shown by the female officer reflects 
well on the police agency (Grant, 2000; Lonsway et al., 2003; Miller & Segal, 2019).  
Women have also played an integral role in service-oriented policing positions dedicated 
specifically to interacting with the community (Martin, 1999; McCarthy, 2013). These positions, 
sometimes referred to as community policing officers, play an important role in generating the 
public’s trust in the police because of their focus on working collaboratively with the community 
to find solutions to community-wide problems (Lonsway et al., 2003; McCarthy, 2013). While it 
is possible and likely that men are capable of exhibiting these characteristics and qualities, 
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research has shown that women operating from a place of care and support appear more 
respectful to citizens and demonstrate less cynicism (Belknap & Shelley, 1992; Rabe-Hemp, 
2008a). In general, the research shows that when women occupy community-based positions, 
public trust in the police increases (Lonsway et al., 2003; McCarthy, 2019). 
Improved Public Trust 
 Sir Robert Peel (1829), arguably the founder of modern policing, said that “the ability of 
the police to perform their duties is dependent upon public approval of police existence, actions, 
behaviour and the ability of the police to secure and maintain public respect.” (para. 2). 
Therefore, the level of scrutiny of the police is extensive, and various independent oversight 
bodies monitor and investigate police conduct to hold police accountable for any actions that fall 
outside public expectations to preserve the public’s trust (Katz, 2015; OPCC, 2017). It is also the 
public’s expectation that officers will conduct themselves in a moral and ethical manner to 
maintain public confidence (Alley et al., 1998; Katz, 2015). Police are also given the power to 
use force, including lethal force. In doing so, the police must have the public’s support through 
justification (Katz, 2015). Police could not deliver the service they perform without the respect 
and consent of the public (Katz, 2015). 
Abuse of authority is a concern among police organizations everywhere including British 
Columbia (OPCC, 2017). Abuse of authority consists of oppressive conduct towards a member 
of the public, such as making a false arrest or using unnecessary force (Police Act, para. 77, 
1996). In 2017-2018, the most common type of complaint from the public involved abuse of 
authority allegations (OPCC, 2017, p. 93; see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Most Common Complaint from the Public for BC Municipal Police 
 
 
The prevalence of abuse of authority complaints has been consistent in the OPCC data over the 
past four years, as shown in Figure 2 below. 
 
Figure 2: Abuse of Authority Complaints to OPCC 2014-2018. 
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Studies in the United States have shown that among police officers, women are less likely to be 
involved in incidents of excessive and deadly force (Lonsway et al., 2003; Rabe-Hemp, 2008a). 
Rabe-Hemp (2008a) also found that women were less likely to be involved in physical assaults 
due to taking a more caring and supportive approach to situations. As a result, women generate 
fewer lawsuits for police agencies and municipalities (Lonsway et al., 2003).  
In the United States (US), there are over 18,000 police agencies. Women represent 
approximately 13% of sworn officers in these agencies (Lonsway et al., 2003, p. 2). In a study of 
excessive force complaints involving patrol officers in seven major US police agencies, women 
were named in only 5% of these complaints. Of these complaints, only 3% were substantiated 
(Lonsway et al., 2002). Moreover, male officers were 8½ times more likely to have an allegation 
of excessive force substantiated against them compared to female officers (Lonsway et al., 2003; 
Lonsway et al., 2002). Interestingly, when examining payouts for excessive use of force lawsuits 
in large police agencies in the United States, the average male officer complaint costs between 
2½ and 5½ times more than the average female officer complaint (Lonsway et al., 2002). These 
findings point to the likelihood that men and women approach policing differently and should 
also prompt police agencies to want to explore these differences to determine whether there are 
differential aspects in how women approach policing that are worth incorporating into police 
training.  
 The literature has demonstrated that there are clear benefits to the presence of women in 
policing (Lonsway et al., 2002; Lonsway et al., 2003; Martin, 1999; McCarthy, 2019; Miller & 
Segal, 2019; Rabe-Hemp, 2008a). There are aspects of the research that examine recruiting and 
hiring practices, and those are important factors to increasing the percentage of women in 
policing. It is also important to move towards equality through promotion and inclusion of 
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women at higher ranks in police organizations. In the next section, the barriers to promotion for 
women identified in the literature will be examined to help identify ways in which police leaders 
can address the disparate representation of women in senior police ranks.  
Barriers to Promotion 
 
Prior to explaining the barriers to promotion for women in policing in Canada, it is 
beneficial to define the promoted ranks. Police ranks in Canadian police agencies include Chief 
Constable, Deputy Chief Constable, Superintendent, Inspector, Staff Sergeant, Sergeant, 
Corporal, and Constable (Statistics Canada, 2018). Promotion to these ranks are usually based on 
merit and a wide range of experience in a variety of roles, including those that are operational 
(Drew & Saunders, 2019). To better understand why there are so few women in senior ranks in 
police agencies in Canada, it is useful to consider barriers to promotion that exist in police 
organizations as a root cause. The Merriam-Webster (2020) English language dictionary 
identifies a barrier as ‘something that stands in the way of movement’. Women have faced 
barriers to promotion in policing since they joined the profession (Lappage, 2015). Efforts have 
been made to address these barriers and, as a result, the number of women in higher ranking 
positions in policing in Canada is increasing (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: Female officers as a percentage of total police officers, by rank in Canada 1987-
2017 (Statistics Canada, 2017)
 
 
According to Statistics Canada (2017), the representation of women in policing is 
increasing but not commensurate to the rise in the number of women to senior leadership ranks. 
It is certainly not reflected in the Chief Constable rank. In 2020, there are only four female police 
chiefs leading municipal police agencies in Canada out of approximately 200 municipal agencies 
(CACP, 2019). This statistic highlights the importance of examining the various barriers to 
promotion for women and identifying effective ways to ameliorate their effect on the promotion 
of women to senior executive ranks. 
The literature indicates that there many identifiable barriers to promotion for women, 
starting with shift work. Of note, there has been little done to address these barriers (Archbold & 
Schultz, 2008; Fernandes, 2011; Murphy, 2006; Rabe-Hemp, 2009; Shea, 2008; O’Connor 
Shelley et al., 2011; Wertsch, 1998; Wexler & Quinn, 1985; Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). 
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Shift Work 
Policing is a profession where services are provided around the clock, which requires 
shift work to fulfill its service obligations (James, James, & Vila, 2018). Shift work makes it 
very difficult for a primary caregiver of children to attend to their children’s needs on a daily 
basis (Langan, Sanders, & Gooweloos, 2018; Morabito & O’Connor Shelley, 2018). According 
to Langan et al., (2018) and Fernandes (2011), women are still the primary caregivers in most 
households. Thus, the structure of policing serves as an impediment to those male and female 
officers who are primary-caregivers caring for their children because it is shiftwork-based 
(Fernandes, 2011; Morabito & O’Connor Shelley, 2018).  
Some employers will allow employees with young families to work from home or have 
flexible schedules to accommodate the needs of young children (Fernandes, 2011). Some of 
these options would be feasible in the policing profession, however, others remain inaccessible, 
such as the use of flextime, due to having to provide in-person services for many aspects of 
policing. Both Whetstone and Wilson (1999) and Morabito and O’Connor Shelley (2018) 
identified shift work as a barrier to promotion for women because it would interfere with their 
ability to care for their children and attend to their activities.  
In addition, it took many women some time to achieve a position in their police 
organization conducive to being able to care for their children, thus they were reluctant to seek 
promotion if that meant a change to their shift schedule (Morabito & O’Connor Shelley, 2018; 
Murphy, 2006; Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). Wertsch (1998) conducted a qualitative study in a 
mid-size American police agency to examine barriers to promotion for women. She specifically 
focused on tokenism and interviewed 16 female officers. Tokenism is defined as “actions that are 
the result of pretending to give advantage to those groups in society who are often treated 
unfairly, in order to give the appearance of fairness” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). She 
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concluded that not only tokenism, but childcare and organizational processes also contributed to 
fewer women in senior ranks (Wertsch, 1998). She found that incompatible shifting with family 
responsibilities was the primary barrier for seeking promotion for 69% of female survey 
respondents in her study. Three decades of research have revealed that shift work is a barrier for 
women to promote in policing (Morabito & O’Connor Shelley, 2018; Murphy, 2006; Wertsch, 
1998; Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). 
Childbearing 
Female officers having children has the potential to be a barrier for promotion. Langan et 
al. (2017) conducted qualitative interviews with 16 police mothers in the province of Ontario, 
Canada to examine their perceptions of their workplace experiences during pregnancy, maternity 
leave, and when they returned to work after maternity leave. The participants reported that 
pregnant police officers were required to counter negative responses to pregnancy, tried to fit 
into the old boys’ club, were often demoted or reassigned during maternity leave, and felt the 
need to prove themselves upon returning to work. Generally, when a female police officer 
becomes pregnant, most police agencies accommodate the officer by moving her to non-
operational duties, which caused issues for other police officers (Langan et al., 2017). For 
example, Langan et al. (2017) found that pregnant officers were re-assigned to light-duties 
positions off the road, yet they technically remained assigned to the patrol team (Langan et al., 
2017). In these circumstances, teams may be left short-staffed and, in some situations, her 
teammates are unable to take time off work due to her absence (Langan et al., 2016). Further, 
some police agencies did not fill her position while she was on maternity leave, thus creating 
animosity and resentment among coworkers because they often were required to carry her 
workload (Langan et al., 2017).  
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According to Langan et al. (2017), in addition to the stress that accompanies 
accommodation for pregnancy, female officers feel they must also prove their competence as a 
police officer before they become pregnant and take maternity leave, or their reputation will be 
tarnished for the rest of their career (Langan et al., 2017). Thus, they must strategically time their 
pregnancies relative to their career paths, ensuring they have a well-established reputation before 
getting pregnant (Langan et al., 2017). However, their child-bearing years often coincide with 
their first few years of operational police work, which requires shiftwork and a lack of flexibility 
to adjust work schedules, which is not conducive to having children. Ultimately, many women 
choose to wait to have children to firmly establish their reputations as competent police officers 
before having kids (Langan et al., 2017). 
According to Shelley O’Connor et al. (2011), in addition to concerns about establishing 
their reputation, female police officers may delay having children to expand their resumé and 
give themselves equal opportunities to men to be competitive in job or promotion applications. 
In a way, this is a form of discrimination that, according to Shelley O’Connor et al. (2011), 
affects the ability of women to have successful careers and family life. Therefore, not only are 
women reluctant to compete for promotion for fear of adjustments to a work schedule that works 
for their families, but some women are reluctant to even have children because it will impede 
them from establishing their reputations (Shelley O’Connor et al., 2011). 
According to Shea (2008), women lose 18 to 54 months of work time experience due to 
absences for maternity and parental leaves. This can contribute not only to a lack of relevant 
work experience when it comes time for promotion compared to men of equal seniority, but to 
their perception of how competent they feel based on the experiences they have amassed over 
their career to that point (Wexler & Quinn, 1985). This lack of work time reduces their ability to 
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gain valuable experiences that they feel will assist with achieving promotions in the future, in 
particular when promotion competitions are based on demonstrating a variety of experience and 
positions (Shea, 2008; Wexler & Quinn, 1985; Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). Archbold and 
Schulz (2008) also found that women suffering from lower self-esteem did not compete for 
promotion to higher ranks, whether that was from a lack of experience or simply because of how 
they felt. They did postulate; however, that, in some instances, a lack of self-esteem could also 
be related to experiences with tokenism versus inexperience (Archbold & Schulz, 2008). 
Parenting  
Whetstone and Wilson (1999) concluded that promotion would significantly affect a 
woman’s ability to remain involved in her children’s school and extra-curricular activities. As is 
often the case, sergeant positions require shiftwork and, therefore, prevent the officer from being 
home during the evenings and weekends to tend to the needs of her children. In the VPD, for 
example, two out of the three first assignments for new sergeants are shiftwork-based, thus 
creating a barrier for some women who have young children at home. 
Childrearing years are relatively short lived compared to a career in policing. Whetstone 
and Wilson (1999) surveyed 149 women police officers and examined the factors that influenced 
promotional opportunities, such as their preparedness, desire, and demonstrated ability to 
compete for promotion. The women reported that they had to time their promotions such that 
their assignment to a shiftwork positions came during the time their child(ren) was not yet 
school-aged. They stated that, by the time their child was ready to enter school, they would 
prefer to have a dayshift assignment so they could better align with school hours and activities, 
such as homework and weekend activities (Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). Thus, if women wanted 
to have children and be the primary caregivers, they had to pay particular attention to the timing 
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of their promotions or wait until their children were much older and more self-sufficient, thus 
reducing the number of years in their career and, therefore, possible promotions they could 
achieve. Whetstone and Wilson (1999) described these circumstances as being a combination of 
internal constraints and external demands influencing women’s decisions whether to seek 
promotion.  
In their study, Whetstone and Wilson (1999) also found that sergeant positions required 
women to be at the mercy of the Chief, who assigns the shifts for newly promoted sergeants. The 
participants in their study indicated that they were unwilling to seek promotion because they had 
expended significant time and energy arranging their lives around their current shift pattern and 
the risk of that being disrupted by a new assignment was potentially too upsetting to their family. 
Women who identified that they would seek promotion knowing the shift change would be 
challenging also noted that they expected to face additional challenges related to finding suitable 
daycare for overnight shifts (Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). They also felt this was compounded if 
their spouse worked shifts as well (Whetstone & Wilson, 1999).  
Having fewer years of experience, perhaps due to taking time off to have children, than 
their male counterparts resulted in female officers perceiving themselves to be less competent 
with respect to their leadership abilities (Wexler & Quinn, 1985). Many of the women in their 
study reported feeling that they lacked experience, specifically in frontline patrol work. Thus, 
confidence in their leadership abilities based on less patrol experience is another barrier to 
promotion for some women (Wexler & Quinn, 1985). 
Gender-Specific Roles in Policing 
According to Murphy (2006) and O’Conner Shelley et al. (2011), female officers who are 
assigned to responding to calls where women are victimized more than men, such as domestic 
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violence incidents or sexual assaults, or where community interaction is greater, such as a 
neighbourhood policing assignment, find themselves hindered for advancement because they 
cannot be evaluated in the same way as male officers performing more traditional front-line 
duties. For example, if promotion competencies are related to front-line performance metrics, 
women are not typically going to have comparable examples if they are not performing front-line 
functions (O’Connor Shelley et al., 2011). This can serve to diminish the value of women in 
policing from the perspective of the male officer, in that he may see her as not being as qualified 
as he is (Martin & Jurik, 2007).  
Wexler and Quinn (1985) found that some women may not feel they have the experience 
necessary to prepare them for promotion because they have been assigned non-operational roles 
throughout their careers. This lack of opportunity and, by extension, experience may result in 
some women feeling less prepared to lead. According to Drew and Saunders (2019), a lack of 
experience in a wide variety of roles, including higher profile positions, such as the Emergency 
Response Teams, may result in women perceiving themselves as less qualified or unqualified to 
lead. Archbold and Schultz (2008) posited that women felt they had to work harder to prove 
themselves, in addition to not feeling qualified to perform the duties. Regardless, some female 
leaders are perceived as less competent than their male counterparts, even when they meet 
required leadership competencies (Archbold & Schultz, 2008). Rabe-Hemp’s research (2009) 
indicated that this perception may be shifting with female officers thinking they are actually 
capable of holding leadership roles in police agencies and performing on par if not better than 
men. In a qualitative study of both male and female Swedish police officers, who were asked in 
their interview whether gender had any bearing on the role of a police leader, Haack (2018) 
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found that gender did not matter to these leaders; both men and women “were said to be equally 
good leaders, and women were sometimes stated to be more suitable than men” (p. 246). 
According to Workman-Stark (2015), police culture favours the male gender. She 
proposed that it was possible to change police culture and move it towards being gender-neutral 
if the focus on leadership and policing practices were changed such that officers looked at their 
roles through their skills and not through a lens of gender (Workman-Stark, 2015). In other 
words, she proposed the concept of removing gender from policing by focusing on the training 
and skills of employees and reducing the perception of the masculinity of certain policing tasks 
(Workman-Stark, 2015). Finally, Workman-Stark (2015) suggested that if there was a focus on 
organizational goals rather than personal performance goals, that this would assist police leaders 
in moving towards the more equitable and, therefore, more desirable model of ungendered 
policing. 
Workman-Stark (2015) described the removal of gender-based skills on an off-shore oil 
production platform where a shift in mindset through a change in training allowed the workplace 
culture to become less male-dominated. The leadership team changed the focus of workplace 
expectations away from prioritizing masculine traits to one that was focused on safety. This was 
achieved through an intentional shift in the assessment of performance where demonstration of 
masculine traits would result in failure to achieve performance targets (Workman-Stark, 2015). 
The findings suggested that by creating a learning environment, uniting staff around a common 
purpose, and focusing on tasks independent of gender traits, gender-specific characteristics could 
be abandoned (Workman-Stark, 2015). Workman-Stark (2015) argued that this philosophy could 
be applied to policing. This was supported by Ely and Meyerson (2010) who suggested that 
police culture could change as long as the leadership was motivated to do so and given a way to 
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achieve this goal. For example, giving police officers permission to be vulnerable and to explore 
different behaviours without having to prove their masculinity may have greater success than just 
trying to change their attitudes and beliefs. This would also require police leaders to intentionally 
create a safe space for these cultural shifts, along with a shift towards the implementation of 
goals that are geared towards furthering the organization as a whole as opposed to the individual 
employee (Workman-Stark, 2015). 
Lack of Role Models and Mentors 
Role models serve to provide coaching and mentoring to those with less experience or 
service (Harper, 2016; Hyman, 2000). When new officers are hired, there is much to be learned 
in the profession, and having experienced and senior officers willing to share their knowledge 
with others is beneficial. This remains true as an officer is promoted through the ranks and has 
traditionally been beneficial to the succession of police leadership (Harper, 2016; Helfgott, 
Gunnison, Murtagh, & Navejar, 2018; Hyman, 2000; Kettering, 2009). Helfgott et al. (2019) and 
Hyman (2000) found that women may be disadvantaged by the lack of female role models or 
mentors within their police agencies. They have fewer people to turn to for advice if they are 
looking to connect with someone who is similar in personality and experience to themselves. 
This situation may contribute to fewer women seeking promotion (Harper, 2016). It is certainly 
appropriate to seek mentorship from the opposite gender, but sometimes it is more comfortable 
to receive feedback from someone of the same gender (Osterlind & Haake, 2010). Interestingly, 
Murphy (2006) found that women wanted to participate in the promotion process to actually 
become role models for other women because there existed such a substantial dearth of female 
role models in policing.  
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It is common in policing for men to bond over shared interests, activities, and social 
similarities (Shea, 2008). Thus, much of male bonding occurs through informal social networks, 
where easy mentoring relationships are established. This can be beneficial for receiving special 
assignments or in promotion competitions where nepotism may occur (Shea, 2008). Women are 
not often included in these social events, nor do they often have time due to out of work 
commitments, such as parenting and child-care (Shea, 2008). Thus, women miss out on 
opportunities to connect socially with people in positions of power in the police organization 
(Harper, 2016; Shea, 2008).  
Conversely, Archbold and Schultz (2008) and Archbold and Hassell (2009) found that 
women were often deterred when male leaders or role models encouraged them to seek 
promotion. The well-intentioned support of the male mentor served to further isolate the female 
mentee and make her feel as though she was receiving special treatment (Archbold & Hassell, 
2009; Harper, 2016). These findings suggested that any promotion that flowed from that 
mentor/mentee relationship would be tainted due to the support of the male leader, despite his 
wholesome intentions (Archbold & Hassell, 2009; Harper, 2016). This dynamic resulted in some 
women intentionally not seeking promotion (Archbold & Hassell, 2009). 
Tokenism 
As previously noted, tokenism is a symbolic effort to give advantage to marginalized 
groups in order to give an appearance of fairness (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). Kanter’s (1977) 
study of tokenism in the workplace was foundational in helping to grow the understanding of the 
effect of gender on leadership. According to Kanter (1977), female leaders stand out because 
there are so few in policing. As a result of there being so few female leaders, Kanter (1977) 
argued that women will feel isolated and pressured to perform better than their male counterparts 
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and this feeling of isolation contributed to making women in leadership roles feel alone. Women 
will also have a hard time assimilating into the dominant group, which will further increase their 
sense of isolation (Kanter, 1977). Kanter (1977) suggested that tokens struggle to find job 
satisfaction for many reasons, such as a constant feeling of scrutiny because they are the only 
one who looks like them. This type of attitude can result in performance stress. Kanter’s views 
were supported by Belknap and Shelley (1992) and Harper (2016) who found that with higher 
visibility in the dominant group came a sense of greater consequences for any mistake. This 
contributed to an increase in stress and diminished job satisfaction. Moreover, the token may be 
ostracized by the majority group and subject of jokes or teasing and excluded from social 
activities because they do not belong. Again, this will increase feelings of isolation and being 
alone (Harper, 2016; Kanter, 1977; Rabe-Hemp, 2008b). Finally, they will be forced into more 
token-specific roles, such as gendered roles in policing, by the group that forms the majority and 
will perform these roles in an effort to belong (Harper, 2016; Kanter, 1977). 
Tokenism stands in the way of women choosing to seek promotion in policing (Archbold 
et al., 2010; Archbold & Schultz, 2008; Harper, 2016; Martin & Jurik, 2007; Wertsch, 1998). 
Feeling isolated, experiencing difficulty fitting in, and assignments to gender-based roles 
contribute to women feeling that they were not promoted because of their abilities, but because 
of their gender (Archbold et al., 2010; Archbold & Schultz, 2008; Harper, 2016; Wertsch, 1998). 
Women could avoid the tokenism label by working in an area of policing typically geared 
towards women, such as a domestic violence unit (Harper, 2016; Wertsch, 1998). However, 
women assigned to these positions often lose credibility in the eyes of their male counterparts, 
thus affecting their likelihood of promotion, as well as their own self-perception as leaders 
(Harper, 2016; Wertsch, 1998). 
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Kanter (1977) and Archbold and Hassel (2009) found that, in some cases, when women 
were supported for promotion by male leaders, they felt a sense of getting special treatment. This 
contributed to a feeling that their promotion was based on gender and not their skills and abilities 
(Archbold & Hassell, 2009; Kanter, 1977). In addition, Wexler and Quinn (1985) found that 
where there was a smaller number of promoted positions, some women believed that they would 
get promoted because the leadership of the organization wanted to promote more diversity rather 
than on the basis of their skills. This too was considered tokenism (Wexler & Quinn, 1985). 
Organizational Barriers  
Organizational policies that assist women to achieve greater success in promotion 
processes can serve to further alienate and ostracize women (Archbold, Hassell, & Stichman, 
2010). Research has demonstrated that male colleagues are likely to lose respect in women who 
are promoted in organizations with gender-specific promotional policies, regardless of 
competence (Archbold et al., 2010). Creating policies or promotion practices that favour gender 
as a special consideration only serves to potentially show that women are “weak” and in need of 
special conditions in order to be successful (Haack, 2018, p.250). 
Archbold and Hassell (2009) found there was a negative consequence for women who 
were married to a spouse who was also a police officer. Organizational policies that related to 
anti-nepotism served to prevent women from being promoted (Archbold & Hassell, 2009). Their 
relationship with their spouse, if the spouse held a position of leadership or worked in the area 
where the promoted position was available, would restrict some women from being promoted 
(Archbold & Hassell, 2009). Two-cop couples who both work shiftwork will more often see the 
male officer’s promotions take precedence over his female partner’s (Archbold & Hassell, 2009). 
The female partner will take a dayshift role to care for the couple’s children, while her male 
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partner will pursue his career goals, including promotion. Once the children are older and more 
self-sufficient, the female partner may then seek promotion or other opportunities that require a 
change of shifts or an increased workload. The female partner promotes so late in her career that 
she will often run out of time to achieve higher ranking positions in her police agency (Archbold 
& Hassell, 2009). 
Negative Self-Perception 
 Female leaders are often less confident than their male counterparts (Sturm, Taylor, 
Atwater, & Braddy, 2013; White, Sanctis, & Crino, 1981). In a study involving 194 female 
leaders conducted by Sturm et al. (2013), researchers found that women often under-predicted 
their competence at leadership in the eyes of their bosses. This is further supported by Taylor and 
Hood (2011), who found that women underestimated how well they were perceived in their 
organization. White et al. (1981) found that fear of personal failure restricted female officer’s 
perception that she could perform the tasks required at leadership ranks in her organization. This 
contributed to her lack of desire to compete for promotion because she either did not believe she 
could perform the duties of that rank or she will fail and perhaps be ridiculed (White et al., 
1981). This fear is exacerbated by feeling a need to prove herself to a greater extent than her 
male counterpart (Archbold & Schultz, 2008; Silvestri, 2007). This may induce feelings of fear 
of failure or a lack of feeling ready to compete for promotion. The emphasis the organization 
places in promotion competitions on operational experience may contribute to making a female 
officer feel like she is not ready or needs more time in an operational position (Shea, 2008). Lack 
of confidence and fear of failure can compound and contribute to a female officer feeling like she 
is not qualified for promotion or does not possess the skills to be successful at the next rank 
(Shea, 2008).  
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Based on the literature, there has been little attempt to examine the factors that may be 
contributing to barriers for promotion for women in policing. Without a thorough understanding 
of the relevant issues specific to barriers for promotion, effective initiatives cannot be developed 
or implemented. To contribute to this dearth of understanding, a survey was conducted, as part of 
this major paper to explore the real and perceived barriers female officers experience in 
promotion to higher ranks. The next section will describe the methodology used to collect 
Canadian data from police officers about barriers to promotion. 
Methodology 
 
The literature review conducted for this study revealed numerous barriers to promotion 
for women in policing. To further inform the existing literature and contribute to the body of 
knowledge on barriers to promotion women face in policing, a survey was constructed, based on 
the barriers to promotion identified in the literature, and disseminated to several major municipal 
police agencies across Canada. The survey was designed to further inform the prevalence of 
barriers for women, as well as to differentiate between real and perceived barriers. The intent of 
the research was to increase understanding as to whether these barriers exist, and how female 
officers perceive barriers to promotion in their respective agencies. In addition, the respondents 
had an opportunity to add to the list of barriers within the survey and could provide a description 
of their own experiences.  
The approach taken in this major paper was to differentiate between a perceived barrier 
and a real barrier. A perception is “a belief or opinion, often held by many people and based on 
how things seem (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). A barrier is something that stands in the way of 
moving from one place to another (Miriam-Webster, 2020). If one perceives there to be a barrier, 
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such as to achieving a promotion, and that barrier is not actually real, it could still prevent 
someone from seeking a promotion. This study examined respondents’ perceptions about barriers 
to promotion in their police agencies to help inform police leaders on potential issues that may 
and may not be real and to give police leaders information that could assist them in developing 
strategies to address real barriers and misperceptions that some officers have to increase the 
number of women officers who apply and succeed in the promotion process. Of course, there are 
real barriers to promotion in police organizations. Survey questions were designed to 
differentiate between barriers respondents perceived and those that were real in the workplace. In 
addition, barriers actually experienced by senior police leaders were also examined. 
In terms of the sample, municipal police agencies with at least 1,000 sworn officers were 
selected for participation on the notion that organizations of at least this size would have a 
greater availability of positions at higher ranks, and thus would create potentially a larger sample 
size. Though barriers for women exist in smaller police departments, they may be fundamentally 
different, and therefore, the applicability of some of the findings for smaller departments may be 
limited. Thus, agencies with less than 1,000 police officers were excluded. The Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police (RCMP) were also excluded from this study because their rank structure differs 
from that of municipal police agencies in Canada. The following Canadian police agencies were 
selected to participate: 
 Toronto Police Service 
 Winnipeg Police Service 
 Peel Police Service 
 York Regional Police Service 
 Ottawa Police Service 
 Montreal Police Service 
 Edmonton Police Service 
 Calgary Police Service 
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An email was sent to the chiefs of police of these eight police agencies containing the survey and 
a letter of consent. There were varied responses from the police agencies regarding their 
willingness to participate in this study. One agency stated that there was too close of a 
connection between the survey and their collective agreement and, therefore, declined to 
participate. Another agency requested the survey to be translated into French, which was not 
feasible given the time and financial constraints of the study. As a result, that police service did 
not participate in this study. Two agencies did not respond at all to several requests to complete 
the survey. One agency declined to participate, instead providing data from focus group sessions 
conducted in the past year on a similar topic. Due to the fact that members from this agency did 
not complete the survey, the information they provided was not included in the data analysis. 
Two agencies agreed to complete the survey and the survey was disseminated to their officers. It 
was confirmed that the survey was disseminated in one agency based on the qualitative 
responses; however, it is unknown how many people from the service actually received the 
survey to complete.  
In the agencies who agreed to participate, the survey was administered online and was 
sent via email to both male and female sworn police officers indicating the purpose of the survey 
and outlining the parameters of consent and anonymity (see Appendix B). The email explained 
that the survey would be open until December 31, 2019; however, this date was extended until 
January 15, 2020, due to the holiday season. A reminder was sent to agencies to complete the 
survey approximately one month before the close date of the survey.  
The survey was designed electronically using the Survey Monkey software program (see 
Appendix A for the complete survey). This software allowed for anonymity of responses and 
pre-programmed logic flow to direct both male and female respondents to relevant questions. 
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This program allowed respondents to answer quantitative, qualitative, and open-ended questions. 
Respondents were able to skip any question and could opt-out of providing qualitative comments 
without any penalty.  
For male respondents, the questions took them through a series of questions about 
demographics, including age, rank, and education. This was followed by questions about whether 
they had children and who was the primary caregiver in the family. Next, there were a series of 
questions about whether the male respondent believed there were barriers to promotion for 
women in his police agency. Finally, male officers were asked to identify any barriers to 
promotion for women. Female respondents were asked similar questions about demographics, 
children, and caregiver status. They were asked about perceived and real barriers for promotion 
and invited to identify any barriers, as well as to add a pre-determined list if they had 
experienced any additional barriers. If they were senior police leaders, defined as superintendent 
or above, they were asked if they had experienced any actual barriers to their promotion and 
what they did to overcome them. The data was exported into Microsoft Excel for statistical 
analysis. 
Results 
 
 There were 524 respondents to the survey. Some chose to not identify their gender or 
identified as non-binary (n = 31) and were excluded from the study as this major paper was 
interested in comparing males and females or examining the responses exclusively of female 
respondents. In total, 19 respondents indicated they were a civilian or did not indicate their rank. 
As a result of not being able to confirm sworn officer status, these respondents were also 
excluded from the survey (n = 9 females and n = 10 males). Respondents who answered only the 
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demographics questions but did not provide answers to any of the other questions were also 
removed (females n = 42, males n = 19). Therefore, the total number of respondents included in 
this result section was 413. Of those who selected to identify their gender, 58% were males (n = 
240) and 42% were females (n = 173) (see Table 1). In total, 54% of respondents held the rank of 
constable. The average length of service was 16 years, and the average age of respondents was 
42.5 years old. Of those who indicated age (n = 382), 48% were between the ages of 41 and 50. 
Nearly all were educated beyond high school (94%).  
 
Table 1: Demographic Profile of Survey Respondents (n=413) 
 
Female Male 
                                                            Total                    173                             240 
% of Respondents 42% 58% 
 
Rank  
Constable 106 115 
Corporal 1 6 
Sergeant 27 65 
Staff Sergeant 10 16 
Inspector 8 14 
Superintendent or Above 2 7 
Other (chose detective) 19 17 
Length of Service 
< 5 years 24 7 
5 - 9 years 28 40 
10 - 14 years 28 49 
15 - 19 years 36 61 
20+ 56 83 
Did not choose 1 0 
Age 
21-30 21 7 
31-40 43 74 
41-50 78 107 
51-60 17 33 
Over 61 0 2 
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Age not indicated 14 17 
Education 
High School 
6 19 
Some college/university 24 45 
College graduate (two-year diploma) 45 74 
University graduate (four-year degree) 83 74 
Advanced degree completed (e.g., Masters, PhD) 15 25 
Other  0 3 
 
The respondents were asked a series of questions related to whether they worked dayshift. In 
total, of those providing information (n = 240 for males and n = 172 for females), 58% of male 
and 63% of female respondents worked in dayshift positions, which was defined as Monday to 
Friday 6:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. (see Figure 4). 
 
Figure 4: Gender Differences in Whether Respondent Worked Dayshift (n = 412) 
 
The next questions focused on whether respondents had children under the age of 19 
living with them and their role as a primary caregiver. A primary caregiver was defined as a 
person primarily responsible for the care and upbringing of a child (Government of Canada, 
2020). For women, 49% indicated they did not have children under the age of 19 living in their 
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home (n = 85) and 51% indicated they did (n = 88). In examining primary caregiver status, three 
of the women who indicated they have children did not provide a response when asked whether 
they were the primary caregiver, so they were removed from the analysis. Thus, out of 85 
women, 54% (n = 46) stated they shared caregiving equally with their partner, 41% (n = 35) 
indicated they were the primary caregiver and only 5% (n = 4) stated they were not the primary 
caregiver (see Figure 5). Conversely, for male respondents (n = 240), 67% (n = 161) indicated 
they had children and 33% (n = 79) stated they did not. Among those who identified as being a 
father, respondents indicated that they were the primary caregiver 23% of the time (n = 37), not 
the primary caregiver 14% of the time (n = 23), and shared caregiving equally with their partner 
63% of the time (n = 101). These findings show that just over half of female respondents to the 
survey have children in their homes and 95% of those who do are either the primary caregiver or 
share caregiving responsibilities. This is important to note, as the most prevalent barrier to 
women seeking promotion, and that affected them once they were promoted was interference 
with child or family activities.  
 
Figure 5:  Primary Care Giver Status (Females n = 85; Males n = 161)  
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  Respondents were asked several questions about barriers to promotion for women in 
their police agencies. The first question asked whether respondents thought there were any 
barriers for women when it came to promotion (see Figure 6). All respondents (n = 413) 
provided an answer, and 40% said that there were barriers to promotion. However, then 
examining the sample by gender, 77% of males reported that they did not believe there were any 
real barriers to promotion for women in their police organization. Conversely, only 36% of 
women indicated that they did not believe that there were any real barriers to promotion for 
women. This difference was statistically significant. 
 
Figure 6: Are There Barriers to Promotion? (Females n = 173; Males n = 240) 
 
Women respondents who indicated that they believed there were barriers to promotion 
(n= 111) were asked to identify any perceived barriers (see Figure 7). Two of these women did 
not choose any barriers and were excluded from the analysis of what barriers female respondents 
believed existed. In responding to the question about barriers, participants were given 11 barriers 
that they could select from and the option to provide any additional ones that were not 
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represented in the list provided. These barriers were identified in the literature review. In total, 
the 109 respondents provided 487 responses. The perceived barriers chosen were both 
organizational barriers, such as a limited number of promoted positions, and lifestyle choices, 
such as being happy with their current assignment. It is likely that police leaders will not be able 
to address lifestyle choices; however, it is important to be aware of them.  
 
Figure 7: Perceived Barriers for Promotion for Women in the Sample (n = 109) 
 
 
 
In total, slightly more than three-quarters of the sample (78%) selected fear that the 
promotion would interfere with childcare activities as a barrier. It is important to note that 76% 
of females who responded to this question indicated they had children in their home. 
Interestingly, of the 83 women who indicated they did not have children, 77% still selected this 
barrier (n = 64). Thus, even women who did not have children were concerned that a promotion 
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would interfere with their ability to participate in their future family’s activities. This is an 
important finding for police leaders, as women will continue to have children and therefore 
alternatives to assist women in remaining participatory in their children’s activities must be 
explored. 
The next most common perceived barrier was a fear of an undesirable shift pattern in the 
promoted position. Here, 57% of respondents (n = 62) identified this barrier and, of those who 
did, 40 participants (65%) worked dayshift. Of the 40 who worked dayshift, 18 (29%) have 
children. Thus, this finding could imply that women were happy with their current shift and did 
not wish to move to the shift pattern in the promoted position, either because of a lifestyle choice 
or other factors, such as having children. The implication for police leaders again is to consider 
providing alternatives for shifting for promoted positions, to accommodate potential childcare 
needs.  
The third most frequent barrier selected was the fear of not being qualified for the 
promoted position (50%). Interestingly, of those who identified this as a barrier, 46% had less 
than 10 years of policing experience (n = 24). Thus, efforts may be required to create more 
opportunities for women to have different opportunities to bolster their confidence and range of 
work experience for those with less than 10 years of experience. To examine this barrier in a 
different way, of the 121 women who responded to the survey with greater than 10 years of 
policing experience, 69 said there were barriers to promotion in their agency. Of these 69 
women, 42% (n = 29) still felt that they lacked the experience necessary to be promoted. Thus, 
even in this senior sample, they still felt they lacked sufficient experience to feel they were ready 
for promotion. This has implications for police leaders in that measures may be needed to ensure 
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women feel they have sufficient experience, and have been made to feel competent enough to 
seek promotion.  
For the remaining barriers, women reported having a spouse who already worked 
shiftwork as a barrier 50% of the time (n = 54). Of note, nearly half of respondents (47%) 
identified tokenism as a barrier and nearly the same proportion of respondents (46%) identified 
the lifestyle choice of being happy with their current dayshift assignment as a barrier to 
promotion. A lack of female role models was selected by 41% of the sample and a small 
minority of respondents (12%) provided additional barriers to those listed on the survey. Finally, 
women who indicated they believed there were barriers in their organization were asked if these 
perceived barriers would prevent them from seeking promotion. Out of the 109 women who 
responded to this question, 71% indicated these perceived barriers would prevent them from 
seeking promotion in their police agency.   
Promoted women were then asked about any real barriers they have experienced in the 
promotion process. Real barriers are those that actually exist that may impede a woman from 
getting promoted. A total of 60% (n = 28) of women at the ranks of sergeant and above indicated 
that barriers to promotion existed within their policing organization. The respondents (by rank) 
included 14 sergeants, seven staff sergeants, five inspectors, and two superintendents. 
Participants were able to select as many barriers from the list that they felt applied to them or 
their organization. In total, 25 of the 28 participants selected at least one barrier and seven 
respondents included additional barriers not listed (see Figure 8). Of the 25 promoted women 
who identified real barriers, 68% (n = 17) did not have children under the age of 19 living at 
home. This is an important finding in that it demonstrates that the majority of women at rank, at 
least in this survey, did not have children and therefore did not face the challenges of balancing 
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an increased workload and additional supervisory responsibilities, all while managing childcare 
and parenting responsibilities. It points to the need to address some barriers related to childcare, 
to promote more women with children to these senior ranks.  
Among the promoted women in the sample, the most common real barrier identified was 
interference with child and family activities (64%). Moreover, 52% of respondents identified an 
undesirable shift pattern in the promoted position as a real barrier experienced following 
promotion. Nearly one half of respondents (44%) identified the lack of role-models who looked 
like them as a real barrier. Of note, slightly more than one-third of respondents (36 %) indicated 
that tokenism affected them after their promotion. Approximately one-third of respondents 
(32%) identified being happy with their current dayshift assignment and/or their current 
assignment as a lifestyle barrier to promotion, while 28% of promoted women felt that their 
spouse working shiftwork was a real lifestyle barrier to promotion. Importantly, approximately 
one-quarter of women (24%) felt that after they had been promoted, they still lacked the kind of 
experience that might influence whether they sought promotion again in the future. Thus, not 
only are the perceived barriers preventing many women from seeking promotion, for those who 
have been promoted once, perceived barriers continued to prevent them from seeking a second 
promotion, which could contribute to the lack of female representation at higher ranks. 
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Figure 8 – Real Barriers Experienced by Promoted Women in the Sample (n = 24) 
 
Finally, a question was posed to those who identified as a senior police leader, which was 
defined as anyone of the rank of superintendent and above. Of all of the female respondents in 
the sample (n = 173), there were only two females who met this criterion, both at the rank of 
superintendent. Both of these respondents indicated that they believed there were barriers to 
promotion in their police agencies. Neither had children in their home under the age of 19 and 
both were in their mid-50’s. These respondents were asked if they believed their police agency 
would promote a woman on the basis of gender as opposed to skills and abilities. One 
superintendent responded that it was somewhat likely that her agency would promote a woman 
on the basis of gender, while the second respondent indicated that this is somewhat unlikely. 
Both women identified a number of barriers to promotion in their police agency. The first 
selected only interference with child and/or family activities as a barrier to promotion for women 
in her agency. The second superintendent selected all of the barriers provided in the survey with 
the exceptions of having a partner not supportive, being happy with one’s current assignment, a 
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decrease in salary due to the loss of overtime, and a limited number of positions of one could 
promote into in their organization. As one might expect, the first superintendent indicated that 
the barrier of the promotion interfering with child or family activities, while important, would 
not prevent her from seeking a future promotion. However, the second superintendent indicated 
that the barriers that exist in her organization would prevent her from seeking further 
promotions. It is important to acknowledge that the first superintendent indicated that she had 
only experienced the barrier of tokenism in her career, while the second respondent reported that 
she had personally experienced interference with her family activities, a lack of experience, an 
undesirable shift pattern in the promoted position she sought, the lack of role models, and having 
to give up her dayshift pattern as real barriers and outcomes of having been promoted.  
Discussion 
 
The results of this study support the general conclusions from the literature that barriers 
to promotion continue to exist for women in policing, and that changes are necessary to mitigate 
both perceived and real barriers to make promotion a more viable option for women. When 
considering the overall findings of the survey, it is important to note that the majority of 
respondents held the rank of constable (54%), and, therefore, have not yet achieved a promotion 
within their police agencies. Therefore, the majority of the responses to the questions about 
barriers are perceptions rather than actual barriers experienced by respondents in the promotion 
process. Still, the majority of respondents (57%) had more than 15 years of policing experience 
and, as such, their responses were informed by a substantial amount of police service. 
Shiftwork was identified in both the literature review and the survey as a barrier to 
promotion in policing (Fernandes, 2011; Langan et al., 2018; Morabito & O’Connor Shelley, 
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2018; Murphy, 2006; Wertsch, 1998; Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). This research study attempted 
to identify whether participants were currently working a dayshift schedule to better understand 
the context from which they were responding to questions about barriers related to shiftwork. 
The majority of respondents (60%) held a dayshift role. Therefore, if the promoted position 
required shiftwork, it is possible that a change in shift could be a barrier.  
The study also examined being the primary caregiver for children living in the home who 
were under the age of 19. One important finding of this research was that 51% of female 
respondents indicated that they had children under the age of 19 living with them, and almost all 
of these women were either the primary caregiver or shared the caregiver role equally with their 
partner. It is understandable that childcare responsibilities would therefore be a factor in deciding 
whether to seek promotion (Fernandes, 2011; Langan et al., 2018; Morabito & O’Connor 
Shelley, 2018; Murphy, 2006; Wertsch, 1998; Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). Women may feel 
that they have to choose between seeking promotion into a job that has more responsibility and 
perhaps shiftwork and their responsibilities as a primary caregiver, which creates a barrier to 
promotion (Langan et al., 2017). 
One of the most interesting findings in the survey was the responses to whether the 
respondent perceived there to be barriers for women in their organization (see Figure 6). Most 
notably, approximately three-quarters of male respondents (77%) indicated that they did not 
perceive there to be any barriers for women to be promoted; however, only 36% of female 
respondents agreed with this point of view. In fact, nearly two-thirds of the women in the sample 
(64%) felt that there were barriers to their promotion within their police agency, whereas only 
23% of men agreed that there were barriers to women being promoted in their organization. This 
is an important finding for police leaders because most police leaders are male and, as indicated 
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by the findings of this study, may not be aware that barriers to promotion exist or are perceived 
to exist for women (Statistics Canada, 2017). This finding should serve as critical information for 
police leaders to consider. Importantly, the findings of this survey demonstrate that women 
continue to experience barriers to promotion, despite what male police officers may believe. It is 
important for police leaders to acknowledge this, and make the changes necessary to address the 
barriers to promotion that women still face in Canadian policing (Archbold & Hassell, 2009; 
Harper, 2016).  
The most prevalent barrier perceived by female respondents was the fear that their 
promotion would interfere with their child and family responsibilities. Interestingly, this barrier 
was also identified by more than three-quarters (77%) of the women who did not even have 
children. This suggests that a fear exists among women in policing that promotion will interfere 
with their ability to participate in their children’s activities when they have children and, 
theoretically, at a future time when they may have children. This finding is consistent with the 
research literature (Fernandes, 2011; Langan et al., 2018; Morabito & O’Connor Shelley, 2018; 
Murphy, 2006; Wertsch, 1998; Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). As Whetstone and Wilson (1999) 
observed, promotion could adversely affect a female officer’s ability to remain involved in her 
children’s activities, in particular if the promotion involved shiftwork or a non-dayshift schedule. 
This is of significance for police leaders as it identifies an existing barrier to promotion that will 
likely continue in the future, given that women who do not even have children perceived this as a 
barrier they expect to experience in the future. This organizational barrier is in the hands of 
police leaders to address. 
The second most-prevalent barrier selected by female respondents in the survey was an 
undesirable shift pattern in the promoted position. Of those who responded, 65% were currently 
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working dayshift and perceived the shift change in the promoted position as a barrier. Moreover, 
68% of women who selected this barrier did not have children. Thus, again, it is interesting to 
postulate whether women perceive this barrier because of anticipated childcare needs or because 
they are making a lifestyle choice to avoid shiftwork. If the barrier is related to childcare, it is 
incumbent upon police leaders to examine the ways in which women can be supported during 
their early years of parenting to encourage and support greater representation of women in 
promoted positions. The findings of this research suggest that the ability to care for children is 
not only a barrier that women perceive, but it is one that promoted respondents report as a real 
concern. The notion that shiftwork is a barrier for women in policing is strongly supported in the 
literature (Fernandes, 2011; Langan et al., 2018; Morabito & O’Connor Shelley, 2018; Murphy, 
2006; Wertsch, 1998; Whetstone & Wilson, 1999). Working various differing shifts can make it 
hard for the primary caregiver to attend to the needs of her children (Langan et al., 2018; 
Morabito & O’Connor Shelley, 2018). As women are most often the primary caregivers 
(Fernandes, 2011; Langan et al., 2018), the structure of policing must adapt to this reality and 
provide alternatives for women to work in promoted positions that offer shifts that allow her to 
fulfill her responsibilities to the organization and her family.  
Another important finding for police leaders is that 55% of women respondents believe 
that they did not have the necessary professional experiences to be successful as a leader in their 
promoted position. However, when they are in a promoted position, only a small proportion 
(24%) felt that they were not ready for the responsibilities and duties associated with the 
position. Of note, when examining the results from women with greater than 10 years of 
experience and who felt there were barriers to promotion in their police agency, 42% still felt 
they lacked the experience to be promoted. This is significant because it identifies the need for 
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additional work to address women’s confidence in themselves and their perceived abilities. 
Sturm et al. (2013) found in their research on police officers that women believed their bosses 
did not see them as competent. Taylor and Hood (2011) discovered the same finding in their 
research that included more broadly the perception of a respondent’s competence by the 
organization as a whole. It is incumbent on police leaders to ensure that the contributions of 
women are recognized and valued in the same ways that have traditionally existed for men in 
policing. In other words, ensuring that both men and women are recognized equally for their 
contributions to policing, and if we know women in particular feel a lack of confidence based on 
the results of this survey, then ensuring supervisors are alive to generating this equity in 
recognition. It is also incumbent on female officers to derive their own self-confidence and 
feeling of worth in their own way. It is a combination of support and personal growth that will 
allow women to overcome this barrier (Haake, 2018). 
The results of the survey suggested that tokenism continues to be a barrier for women in 
policing. Supportive supervisors, who take the time to point out strengths and foster development 
could serve to reduce a woman’s perception that the organization does not think she is ready for 
promotion or that other factors, such as tokenism, were the basis for her promotion. It has been 
over 40 years since Kanter (1977) published her findings on tokenism; however, many female 
police officers continue to feel that their promotions are symbolic. Police leaders must turn their 
attention to helping women understand that their promotions were based on skills and abilities. 
The research suggests that supporting promotions publicly can assist in bolstering the credibility 
of the promoted candidate, however there must be more to this as promotions are often publicly 
announced and supported (Archbold et al., 2010; Archbold & Schultz, 2008; Martin & Jurik, 
2007; Wertsch, 1998). Police leaders could consider promoting female officers to meaningful 
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leadership roles based on merit, where they are entrusted to make significant decisions that affect 
the organization to help grow the credibility of women in policing (Harper, 2016). These 
decisions can be supported by other police leaders in the organization, and the support should be 
promoted widely. This will also assist male officers with acceptance of female officers and 
leaders and serve to reduce the culture of masculinity that still pervades many police 
organizations.  
Women who responded to the survey also identified a lack of female role models as a 
barrier to their promotion. Hyman (2000) and Harper (2016) found that it was important for 
women to have other women in more senior leadership roles with similar circumstances. If 
women with children could be successful in leadership positions, they could set a good example 
for other women contemplating promotion (Helfgott et al., 2018; Hyman, 2000). Thus, to 
promote more women with children, for example, the circumstances that prevent them from 
being promoted must first be addressed. This will enable more women to feel having children 
will not be a barrier, and thus seek promotion and generate a greater pool of role models for the 
next generation of police women.  
Another important finding was that 71% of women who reported perceiving barriers in 
their police organization stated that these barriers would prevent them from seeking promotion. 
This suggests that it is possible that the mere perception of a barrier will prevent many women 
from seeking promotion. This is an importing finding for police leaders to address, given that the 
perceptions and reality of barriers to promotion for women may be incongruent but nevertheless 
have the same effect. Finally, 60% of women at the rank of sergeant or higher indicated that 
there existed barriers to promotion for women within their police agencies. While it is important 
to note the difference between the perceptions related to a lack of experience and the reality once 
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in the promoted position, 24% of women who had been promoted at least once still felt they 
lacked sufficient experience for the next promotion. This offers useful insight into the low 
number of women promoted to the senior ranks of policing.  
Limitations 
 
 This survey was disseminated to eight major municipal police agencies in Canada. Only 
police agencies with more than 1,000 sworn members were selected to participate in the study 
because the applicability of some of the findings for smaller departments may be limited as a 
result of fewer promotion opportunities. Unfortunately, there are no such agencies in the eastern 
provinces. The Vancouver Police Department (VPD) is the only municipal police agency on the 
west coast of Canada with greater than 1,000 members. However, they were not invited to 
participate in this study because of potential ethical issues related to the author’s employment 
with the VPD. There is only one agency in Quebec that meets the criteria, and they requested 
that the survey be translated into French. Unfortunately, time and resources prevented this 
resulting in no representation from the province of Quebec. While respondents were not asked to 
identify the agency they worked for, several agencies that were invited to participate did not 
participate at all. As a result of the lack of national representation, and given the possibility that 
the majority of the responses came from a few agencies, with one or two agencies in just one 
province, the results are not generalizable to municipal police departments across Canada. In 
retrospect, it would have been useful to ask respondents to identify the province in which they 
worked in order to be able to discern the origins of the sample.  
It was impossible to ascertain the response rate because the survey was sent to the police 
chief in each identified organization. A realized limitation of this method is that there is no way 
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to know whether the survey had been disseminated and, if so, to how many sworn officers. To 
resolve this, confirmation of dissemination of the survey should have been invited and metrics 
should have been requested from each agency that agreed to participate with this study.  
A final limitation is related to the survey’s design. Because so much of the data 
comparisons were made between male and female officers, gender should have been a required 
category. A number of responses were excluded because of a lack of selection or by the 
respondent selecting the non-binary category. In addition, it should have been stated more 
adamantly that this survey was to be disseminated to sworn officers only, as there were 
numerous civilians who completed the survey and their responses were removed from the 
analyses. Finally, rank should have been compulsory to differentiate between those who had 
been promoted and those who had not. Several respondents had to be eliminated from the 
analyses when rank could not be determined.    
 The barriers to promotion identified in the literature mirror both the real and perceived 
barriers to promotion found in this study. One caveat is that the barriers in the survey were not 
differentiated by whether they were a lifestyle choice on the part of the respondent or a barrier 
created by the organization’s structure. Organizational barriers are within the purview of police 
leaders to change, whereas lifestyle choices may not be. However, knowing that a woman is 
choosing to not seek promotion on the basis of a lifestyle choice is still important information for 
police leaders generally. A final limitation to this study is that respondents were not asked if the 
particular barrier(s) they identified would prevent them from seeking promotion. This would 
have been useful information for police leaders to understand the difference between 
organizational barriers they have the capacity to change and the lifestyle barriers they may not be 
able to change.  
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Recommendations 
 
 Municipal police agencies in Canada have different processes for promotional 
competitions, different collective agreements, and different organizational cultures. Despite this, 
the recommendations offered in this study provide senior leaders with information to assist with 
increasing awareness that barriers still exist for women in Canadian policing and for improving 
processes that can apply across organizations despite these differences. Further research is 
necessary and is the responsibility of police leaders to embrace. The more we can learn about 
how to diversify, and create equity and inclusion across police ranks, the more Canadian police 
agencies will become representative of society. According to Sir Robert Peel (1829), if society 
sees itself reflected in its police ranks, public trust will be maintained or improved upon. It is 
incumbent on police leaders to incorporate inclusion practices within policing organizations to 
broaden the representation of different perspectives and opinions. 
Having too few women in senior leadership positions in Canadian municipal police 
agencies can have a negative effect on the organization (Alley et al., 1998; Belknap & Shelley, 
1992; Costa, Terracciano, & McCrae, 2001; Grant, 2000; Lonsway et al., 2002; Lonsway et al., 
2003; Martin, 1999; McCarthy, 2013; Miller & Segal., 2019; Rabe-Hemp, 2008a). When women 
choose not to seek promotion, it prevents a police agency from being more reflective of the 
demographics in the communities they serve. Only 15% of senior leadership roles in Canadian 
police agencies are occupied by women (Statistics Canada, 2017). The disparate representation 
of women in senior police ranks serves to perpetuate and further exacerbate the hegemonic 
masculinity that proliferates police agencies across the country. It is time to improve the gender 
diversity of police executive teams in Canada.  
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Everyone has a responsibility to create an inclusive work environment. The results of this 
study can be used to inform male police leaders that barriers still exist for women in Canadian 
policing. It is clear from the results of the survey that, among the sample of male respondents, a 
large majority do not believe that any barriers exist for women officers. For example, one male 
respondent stated that “I do not think women face any different barriers than men for 
promotion.” If there is a true desire to change police culture and make it more inclusive, it is 
imperative that the notion of the existence of both real and perceived barriers be discussed 
broadly across the organization. Some male respondents believed that not only were there no 
barriers to promotion for women, but that women officers received preferential treatment 
because of their gender. One male respondent offered “I do not feel there are any barriers for 
women to get promoted. In fact, I feel that the trend has swayed so much that women get 
preferential chances for promotion.” Another male respondent stated that he “observed that 
women are often afforded more opportunities within our organization than men.” Another male 
observed, “I have experienced significant favouritism and preference for opportunities offered 
and given to women to assist them in advancing their careers.” Finally, another male responded 
that “females are also awarded opportunities more frequently to appear that they are not being 
put behind barriers. Females are now being overrepresented in promotions and other 
developmental opportunities.” These comments are incongruent with the facts discussed 
throughout this major paper. 
In contrast to preferential treatment, some male respondents felt that the promotion of 
women within their organizations was based on skills or experience and not gender. As one 
respondent put it, “We all do the same job. Gender is irrelevant as long as ability is there.” 
Another male respondent stated that, in his police organization, “everyone is treated equally 
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regardless of gender”. And, another male said “they have the same opportunities as their male 
counterparts have. What they choose to do with them is up to them.” It is apparent that there are 
contrasting opinions about whether there are real barriers for women or if women get preferential 
treatment because of their gender. This is an interesting finding given that 60% of female 
respondents in the study felt that there were barriers to their promotion in their police service. 
This is a discrepancy that cannot be ignored and must be acknowledged and addressed by police 
leaders. 
 This study includes a comprehensive examination of existing literature about barriers to 
promotion for women in policing. The findings from the survey confirmed that many of the 
barriers identified in research dating back to the 1970’s still exist today. Identifying these 
barriers and examining ways to ameliorate their effects is an important step to increasing realistic 
opportunities for women to promote in Canadian police agencies. Many changes could be made 
to reduce the gender-bias of promotion processes in policing to allow for a greater gender 
balance in senior leadership ranks. The following recommendations will allow police leaders to 
create better opportunities for women to be promoted in Canadian police agencies. These 
recommendations could improve the diversity of executive teams to be more reflective of 
society’s gender representation.  
1. Shift Work 
Police leaders must consider new and innovative ways to incorporate changes to their 
shift structures to create the best pool of candidates for promotion. The survey conducted for this 
major paper demonstrated that the majority of female officers were reluctant to change jobs, 
which is often required when promoted, because their current shift worked for their family lives. 
The literature also demonstrated that shift work has long been understood as a primary motivator 
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for women not seeking promotion (Fernandes, 2011; Langan et al., 2018; Morabito & O’Connor 
Shelley, 2018). Female officers are often in their primary child-bearing years when they become 
eligible for promotion (Shelley O’Connor et al., 2011). Thus, if women delay promotion until 
their children are older, over the course of a career, they will run out of time to achieve senior 
executive roles. Police leaders must consider alternatives to shift work for women with young 
children, in the early stages of promotion, to create opportunities for them to achieve more than 
just one or two promotions in their careers.  
To accomplish this, police leaders must consider shift alternatives for men and women 
who are new parents, or women who are in the midst of having children who also want to seek 
promotion. This would require creating opportunities for flexible work times and accounting for 
hours of operation for daycare providers. It may require the creation of dayshift-based promoted 
positions for women to transition through while they are acting as the primary caregivers to 
young children. While this is clearly challenging to accomplish in a service-based industry, such 
as policing, creative thinking is needed to make promotion achievable for both men and women 
and ameliorate barriers for women, such as shiftwork, from creating the best pool of qualified 
candidates.  
We can turn to the law profession for some guidance in this area. According to 
Liebenberg and Scharf (2019), women make up 45% of associate-level lawyers, but only 20% of 
equity partners. Law firms in the United States are struggling with recruiting and retaining 
women and are examining changes to the profession to address this challenge (Liebenberg & 
Scharf, 2019). A lack of senior female partners creates a void of role-models, and law firms are 
losing clients who consider diversity as a value in choosing a law firm (Liebenberg & Scharf, 
2019). Liebenberg and Scharf (2019) conducted a survey examining the reasons why women left 
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law firms and the most prevalent reason was due to caregiver challenges. Thus, changes, such as 
making on-site daycare available, would serve to improve this barrier for female lawyers and 
address the most common reason why they leave law firms.  
Other professions have considered onsite daycare services to help mitigate the effect 
shiftwork has on caring for children. This may be a costly alternative, but paying for an onsite 
daycare may be appealing in exchange for the peace of mind that comes with knowing children 
are close by and being properly cared for (Archbold & Hassell, 2009). This service may afford 
additional opportunities for both men and women to participate in promotion processes. 
Companies, including Campbell’s Soup, Boeing, Disney, Johnson & Johnson, and Patagonia, 
offer onsite subsidized daycare and the benefits to the organization and their employees have 
been many (Marzullo, 2019). Locally, Douglas College in Coquitlam offers onsite childcare for 
the children of faculty, staff, and students (Douglas College, 2020). Employers report lower 
absenteeism rates, longer employee retention, and more women in management positions 
(Marzullo, 2019). In effect, onsite childcare can improve promotional opportunities for women 
by addressing the challenges of shift work for those officers who are also the primary caregiver 
or young children. 
2. Pregnancy and Parenting 
According to Langan et al. (2017), women who have children will face barriers to their 
promotion in their career. However, having children should never be an impediment to 
promotion. Police leaders must consider ways to ensure female officers are not discriminated 
against when it comes to promotion processes for having missed work, worked part-time or in 
job-share assignments, or having completed less time working in operational positions than their 
male counterparts (Langan et al., 2017; Shae, 2008; Shelley O’Connor et al., 2011). Positions 
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that are non-operational or considered community-based should be treated the same as 
operational assignments in promotion processes (Martin & Jurik, 2007; Murphy, 2006; 
O’Connor Shelley et al., 2011). Operational experience should still be required and valued to 
demonstrate operational competency and effectiveness, but should not form the basis of all 
competencies for promotion. While this may be a difficult transition for some police agencies, 
due to long-standing promotion practices, it would assist those who work in these positions to 
feel as though they are equally valued and prepared for promotion competitions.  
A salient recommendation is that pregnant police officers should not be left in operational 
assignments where minimum staffing levels are required because they are often resented and 
ostracized for creating a situation that does not allow other officers to get time off or require 
these officers to carry an extra workload simply because another member of the team became 
pregnant (Langan et al., 2017). Police leaders should consider alternative ways to reassign 
pregnant officers that will not put them or their teams in a difficult position that can affect the 
morale and performance of the team and the reputation of the female officer. Female officers 
should feel comfortable having their children no matter what stage of their career they are in, and 
their employer should assist in fostering a supportive climate and culture. Police leaders should 
model this philosophy publicly, as well as holding those accountable who ostracize female 
officers for choosing to have a family. 
3. Gender-Specific Roles – Re-Branding 
The more traditional image of policing is that of the tough, male superhero who fights 
crime and arrests criminals (O’Connor Shelley, 2011). In reality, more than half of the work that 
police officers engage in today requires skills in verbal de-escalation, compassion, problem-
solving, and conflict-resolution (O’Connor Shelley, 2011). Yet, female officers assigned to 
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policing roles that have these skills as their cornerstone find their skills not valued in the 
competencies considered in promotion competitions in the same way that front-line policing 
skills are viewed (Murphy, 2006; O’Connor Shelley et al., 2011).  
Promotion competitions that value non-gender-specific skills, such as communication, 
compassion, conflict resolution, and community engagement, would encourage male officers to 
develop and use these skills, and it would give credit to the skills that women bring to policing 
(Workman-Stark, 2015). Doing so would also serve to balance the gender disparity in promotion 
competitions, where operational skills, such as resource management and leadership, are 
favoured over skills that may have been more traditionally associated with women in policing. 
This might also have a corollary effect of reducing the number of use of force complaints and 
abuse of authority instances if male officers were credited with using verbal skills to resolve 
conflicts rather than physical skills.  
There is an onus on police leaders to correct for this disparity. One way to do so would be 
to give credit to how the promotional candidate contributes to organizational goals, instead of 
keeping the focus on individual goals (Workman-Stark, 2015). Thus, no matter what the position 
is in the organization, candidate performance would be assessed on the merits of the ability to 
accomplish an organizational goal. That diminishes the focus on gender-specific characteristics 
and makes it about the individual’s overall contribution to organizational success. This could 
serve to create more opportunities to acknowledge the work and accompanying skills of women 
in policing and create more fairness in promotion competitions. 
4. Tokenism 
Kanter’s work in the 1970’s was foundational in the understanding of tokenism and the role 
it plays in the workplace. Promotion on the basis of filling a quota or by organizational policy 
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will not improve the status and credibility of minority groups in the police agency (Belknap & 
Shelley, 1992; Krimmel & Gormley, 2003). Instead, promotion should be based on knowledge, 
skills, and abilities (Belknap & Shelley, 1992). While it is important that police leaders pay close 
attention to equity, diversity, and inclusion practices in police agencies, promotions should not 
be made based exclusively for these reasons (Wexler & Quinn, 1985). Real or perceived 
tokenism can serve to diminish or demean the capabilities of women promoted into management 
positions (Krimmel & Gormley, 2003). According to Krimmel and Gormley (2003), it can also 
have an adverse effect on the emotional wellbeing and confidence of the person promoted if 
tokenism is suspected. It is important that police leaders, especially male leaders, make an effort 
to voice their support for women who have achieved leadership ranks in their police organization 
(Wexler & Quinn, 1985). It is also important that women promoted into leadership positions 
undertake meaningful work and the ability to make decisions that benefit others in the 
organization. Key leadership roles that have the ability to affect others are important positions in 
a police agency. If men continue to occupy these positions and women remain on the periphery, 
tokenism will continue to flourish in policing. To the degree that tokenism is an issue in a police 
organization, a culture shift will likely be required to address this issue. 
5. Role Models Formalized Mentoring Programs 
Both Helfgott et al. (2018) and Wright and Wright (1987) discussed the importance of role of 
mentors in the development of a junior professional. Generally, it is easier to relate to someone 
who looks like you and who may be similar in personality and social class (Wright & Wright, 
1987). Thus, the importance of having someone within the organization to connect with, seek 
advice from, get guidance on professional and personal matters, and to emulate is important for 
young and up-and-coming leaders in policing (Harper, 2016). For women, this can be achieved if 
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there is adequate representation of women at senior ranks (Harper, 2016). It is important for 
junior women to see successful senior women at rank who look like them, think like them, may 
have families just like them, and who are supported by men at rank around them (Osterlind & 
Haack, 2010). Consideration should be given to formalizing a mentorship program, in particular 
if there are few women available at senior ranks to play the role of mentor (Helfgott et al., 2018). 
A formal mentoring program could also create an environment where it becomes easier for junior 
and senior members to connect. If the police service is small in size, consideration could be 
given to working with neighbouring jurisdictions that may have larger police agencies to 
facilitate connecting junior women with senior-ranking women officers. The benefits will be that 
young female leaders can get advice on career paths, how to navigate a male-dominated culture 
successfully, how to balance family and work, and learn about the roles and responsibilities of 
senior executive levels to be better prepared for promotion in the future.  
6. Negative Self-Perception 
Female police officers tend to undervalue their own skills and contributions to policing 
(Sturm et al., 2013). Research has demonstrated that women often believe that they are viewed 
by their supervisors and the organization as less capable of being successful in a leadership 
position (Sturm et al., 2013; Taylor & Hood, 2011). This can have a detrimental effect on a 
woman’s desire to compete for promotion and feelings of readiness to do so (Sturm et al., 2013; 
Taylor & Hood, 2011). Thus, it would behoove police leaders to assist women in recognizing 
their contributions to policing whenever warranted.  
It is not only the responsibility of police leaders to assist female officers; women must 
also be accountable for their own self-confidence and recognize their own success in the 
development of skills and leadership competencies. It is the combination of both strategies that 
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will assist women in not only seeking promotion, but also being successful in the process 
(Haake, 2018) According to Jones (2017) and Haake (2018), efforts to provide leadership 
training for women, fostering female-on-female mentorship and creating a supportive women’s 
network would assist police women to develop confidence to seek promotion. It is then 
incumbent on women who benefit from these strategies to apply for promotion.  
Another strategy might be to change the focus of promotion away from individual 
qualities and characteristics, to instead focus on how the individual contributes to moving the 
police agency’s goals forward, regardless of gender. Thus, organizational success, such as 
contributions to the agency’s strategic goals could be used as a promotion measurement, rather 
than individual characteristics that may be related to gender (Workman-Stark, 2015). In addition, 
police leaders can ensure policies and practices value the contributions of all people in the 
organization, and not just primarily those dedicated to front-line policing, where many women 
may have not worked as long as men due to several factors, such as maternity leaves (Murphy, 
2006; O’Connor Shelley et al., 2011). Success in solving local community issues affecting public 
safety must be celebrated as equally as emergency response rescues, which tend to be more male 
dominated (Murphy, 2006; O’Connor Shelley, 2011).  
A balanced competition for promotion that recognizes the value of all types of policing 
roles will further assist in acknowledging the value of gender-specific roles (Workman-Stark, 
2015). This could serve to boost the self-confidence of women in policing and bolster their 
courage to compete. It is a combination of the aforementioned recommendations that will 
positively affect how women feel about themselves and their contributions in policing.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Female officers face numerous barriers to promotion in municipal policing in Canada. 
This study confirmed what has been known for decades in the literature; namely that barriers 
related to gender continue to contribute to fewer women in senior leadership roles in policing. If 
police leaders desire equity, diversity, and inclusion across all ranks of their police agencies, 
changes must be made to the practices, culture, and the ways that police leadership teams support 
women to facilitate the greater likelihood of success in women achieving promotion to senior 
leadership roles. 
 Barriers, such as tokenism, identified by Kanter (1977) played a factor in further isolating 
women in corporate America in the 1970’s and are still present in the minds of female officers 
contemplating promotion in today’s police agencies. The information gleaned from this survey 
can serve to inform police leaders across Canada about the barriers women in their agencies 
perceive, as well as the barriers that many women have experienced. At the very least, it is hoped 
that the results of this research study will start a conversation to examine barriers to promotion, 
not just for women, but also for other minority groups, so that we may have police officers 
serving at all ranks who are more reflective of our society. It is hoped that one day, Canadian 
police organizations will achieve gender parity with an equal number of male and female police 
chiefs holding the important leadership positions that help keep our communities safe. 
Police leaders have the opportunity to play an integral role in facilitating changes in their 
agencies that recognize the important and valuable contributions of women in policing as a 
profession. Formalized mentoring programs, changes to shift patterns for promoted positions, de-
stigmatizing pregnancy, and promoting more women into senior leadership positions to create a 
larger cadre of role models for the next generation of women officers are all measures that will 
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assist in moving towards authentic inclusion in policing. Doing so will inevitably improve public 
trust and likely increase organizational capacity for recruiting female applicants. Women add 
tremendous value to leadership roles in policing, and if barriers to promotion are effectively 
mitigated, it should be possible for women to achieve positions at the executive tables of police 
organizations across Canada. It is time to celebrate the contributions of women in policing with 
meaningful change. 
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Appendix A: Survey Questions 
 
Demographics 
 
Thank you for agreeing to complete this survey. I would like to learn a little bit about you. 
You do not have to answer any of the questions if you do not feel comfortable. You also do 
not have to answer any of the questions you feel may identify you as the respondent. 
 
1. Do you identify as… 
o Male 
o Female 
o Non-binary 
If the answer is male, the survey will take them to the following questions: 
2. How old are you? 
 
3. What is the highest level of education that you have completed? 
o High school 
o Some college/university 
o College graduate (two-year diploma) 
o University graduate (four-year degree) 
o Advanced degree completed (eg. Masters, PhD) 
4. What is your ethnicity? 
 
 
5. How many years of service do you have? 
 
6. What is your current rank?  
o Constable 
o Corporal 
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o Sergeant 
o Staff Sergeant 
o Inspector 
o Superintendent 
o Chief Superintendent 
o Deputy Chief 
o Chief 
7. Do you work dayshift (any days M-F business hours between 0600-1800)? 
o Yes 
o No 
8. Number of children under 19 living in your residence? 
o Yes 
o No  
9. If yes, what year of police service was your first child born?  
 
o My child/children born before I started policing 
10. Are you the primary caregiver (Person primarily responsible for the care and 
upbringing of a child)? 
Yes/No/I have 50/50 shared caregiving with my partner 
 
11. Does your family currently require childcare?  
Yes/No 
 
12. If Yes, how many years will your family childcare?  
 
13. How many months did you take for your maternity/parental leave for each child? 
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Child one  
Child two  
Child three 
Child four 
Child five 
Child six 
 
 
Promotion 
 
I would like your thoughts on some aspects of promotion in your police organization. I am 
examining potential barriers to promotion that women may experience. A barrier is 
something that stands in the way of moving from one place to another.  
 
14. With that definition in mind, do you think there are barriers to promotion of women 
in your police organization? 
Yes/No 
 
15. How likely is it that the organization will promote female officers due to their 
gender rather than their skills and experience? 
Very unlikely/somewhat unlikely/neutral/somewhat likely; very likely 
 
16. If no, why do you think there are no barriers to promotion for women in your police 
organization? 
 
17. Why do you think the ratio of women in management ranks in your organization is 
inconsistent with the percentage of women in your entire organization?  
 
 
 
Survey is over. 
 
If yes, survey continues: 
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18. What are the perceived barriers for women to promotion in your police 
organization? (check as many boxes that apply) 
o Fear of interference with child and/or family activities 
o Fear of lack of experience necessary for promotion 
o Reluctance to be promoted because of satisfaction with current dayshift pattern 
o Reluctance to be promoted because of undesirable shift pattern in promoted 
position 
o Limited number of available openings 
o Other spouse works shiftwork already 
o Fear of special or differential treatment (tokenism)  
o Happy with current assignment 
o Potential salary reduction due to loss of overtime 
o Lack of role models who look like me 
o Partner at home not supportive 
o Other  
 
Survey for males is over. 
 
If the answer to first question is female, the survey will take them to the following 
questions: 
1. How old are you? 
 
2. What is the highest level of education that you have completed? 
o High school 
o Some college/university 
o College graduate 
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o University graduate 
o Advanced degree completed (eg. Masters, PhD) 
o Other 
3. What is your ethnicity? 
 
 
4. How many years of service do you have?  
 
5. What is your current rank?  
o Constable 
o Corporal 
o Sergeant 
o Staff Sergeant 
o Inspector 
o Superintendent 
o Chief Superintendent 
o Deputy Chief 
o Chief 
6. Do you work dayshift (any days M-F business hours between 0600-1800)? 
o Yes 
o No 
7. Number of children under 19 living in your residence? 
o (insert box) 
8. If yes, what year of police service was your first child born?  
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o My child/children born before I started policing 
9. Are you the primary caregiver (Person primarily responsible for the care and 
upbringing of a child)? 
Yes/No/I have 50/50 shared care-giving with my partner 
 
10. Does your family currently require childcare?  
Yes/No 
 
11. If Yes, how many years will your family require childcare?  
 
12. How many months did you take for your maternity/parental leave for each child? 
Child one  
Child two  
Child three 
Child four 
Child five 
Child six 
 
 
I would like your thoughts on some aspects of promotion in your police organization. I am 
examining potential barriers to promotion that women may experience. A barrier is 
something that stands in the way of moving from one place to another. This survey is trying 
to ascertain if sworn officers perceive there to be barriers to promotion in their police 
organization. The survey is also trying to ascertain if there are actual or real barriers to 
those who have been promoted.  
 
13. Do you think there are barriers to promotion for women in your police 
organization? 
Yes/no 
 
14. How likely is it that the organization will promote female officers due to their 
gender rather than their skills and experience? 
Very unlikely/somewhat unlikely/neutral/somewhat likely/very likely 
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15. If no, why do you think there are no barriers to promotion for women in your police 
organization? 
 
16. If no, why do you think the ratio of women in management ranks in your 
organization is inconsistent with the percentage of women in your entire 
organization?  
 
 
Then survey is over. 
 
If yes, survey continues: 
 
17. In some police organizations, perceptions of barriers to promotion may deter some 
from seeking promotion. In your opinion, what are the perceived barriers for 
women to promotion in your police organization? (check all that apply) 
o Fear of interference with child and/or family activities 
o Fear of lack of experience necessary for promotion 
o Reluctance to be promoted because of satisfaction with current dayshift pattern 
o Reluctance to be promoted because of undesirable shift pattern in promoted 
position 
o Limited number of available openings 
o Other spouse works shiftwork already 
o Fear of special or differential treatment (tokenism)  
o Happy with current assignment 
o Potential salary reduction due to loss of overtime 
o Lack of role models that I can identify with based on gender and/or family status 
o Partner at home not supportive 
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o Other (please specify) 
18. Would any of these perceived barriers prevent you from seeking promotion? 
Yes/no 
 
19. In your opinion, what are the real barriers to promotion for women in your police 
organization? (check all that apply) 
o Interfered with child and/or family activities 
o Lacked experience necessary for promotion 
o Current dayshift pattern satisfactory 
o Undesirable shift pattern in promoted position 
o Limited number of available openings 
o Other spouse works shiftwork already 
o Special treatment (tokenism) experienced 
o Happy with current assignment 
o Salary was reduced 
o Lack of role models who look like me 
o Other (please specify) 
 
 
 
Then survey is over. 
 
For Superintendent, Chief Superintendent, Deputy Chief and Chief, the following will also 
be asked: 
 
20. If you are a senior police leader in your organization, did you experience real 
barriers to your promotion(s)? 
Yes/No  
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If yes, survey continues: 
 
21. What barriers did you experience in your promotions in your police organization? 
(check all that apply) 
o Interfered with child and/or family activities 
o Lacked experience necessary for promotion 
o Current dayshift pattern satisfactory 
o Undesirable shift pattern in promoted position 
o Limited number of available openings 
o Other spouse works shiftwork already 
o Special treatment (tokenism) experienced 
o Happy with current assignment 
o Salary was reduced 
o Lack of role models who look like me 
o Other (please specify)  
 
 
22. How did you overcome these barriers? 
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Appendix B: Letter of Informed Consent 
 
 
 
 
School of Criminology and Criminal Justice 
University of the Fraser Valley 
33844 King Road 
Abbotsford, BC V2S 7M8 
 
 
Women in Policing – Investigating the Barriers to Promotion in Canadian 
Municipal Police Agencies 
Letter of Informed Consent 
 
Purpose/Objectives of the Study 
My name is Michelle Davey and I am the primary researcher on this study. I am currently a 
University of the Fraser Valley (UFV) Criminology and Criminal Justice student who is 
completing this study as part of the major paper requirements for the Masters of Arts at 
UFV under the supervision of Erin Osterberg. I am also a sworn officer, working for the 
Vancouver Police Department. 
 
I am completing this study to investigate whether there are barriers to women being 
promoted to senior police ranks in Canadian municipal police agencies. I also hope to 
explore how some police women who achieved senior police ranks overcame any barriers 
to their promotion. This study will hopefully provide knowledge on the real and perceived 
barriers to women being promoted to senior police ranks in municipal police agencies in 
Canada.  
 
Procedures involved in the Research 
You are being invited to complete an anonymous online survey, which should take 
approximately 5-15 minutes to complete.  The survey will ask you to provide basic 
demographic information, your current level of knowledge surrounding barriers to women 
being promoted, the extent to which you are aware of these barriers, and your opinions on 
what those barriers are.  Please note that specific measures have been taken to ensure your 
anonymity (e.g., no computer address tracking features, anonymity features on the survey 
software have been enabled). Survey Monkey is a US based service provider, however the 
data will be stored in Canada.    
 
Potential Benefits 
The research conducted today will not benefit you directly. However, by participating in 
this study, the data and research will benefit the larger criminal justice research 
community, which you are a part of. It will provide an opportunity to explore what barriers 
are within a police agency’s control to change. This research will also provide information 
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on how women overcame those barriers, which may inform other women and police 
agencies on the same. 
 
Potential Harms, Risks or Discomforts to Participants 
While the survey does not ask you to reflect on or disclose any uncomfortable barriers you 
may have experienced yourself, there is a possibility that you may feel uncomfortable with 
answering questions about barriers to promotion for women, if you yourself have 
experienced any barriers or know someone who has experienced them. You are not 
required to answer questions that make you feel uncomfortable and may choose to 
withdraw from the study at any time.  
 
Confidentiality 
The survey completed by you will not be shown or communicated to anyone other than the 
primary researcher Michelle Davey and supervisor Erin Osterberg.  
 
Participation 
This is a voluntary survey. You can withdraw your participation at any point prior to 
submitting the completed survey. You can end your participation in the survey at any time 
by clicking the “x” in the top right hand corner of the web browser, and you are free to NOT 
answer any question. Any responses you’ve provided will be kept as part of the survey 
data. Given that the survey is anonymous, you cannot withdraw once the survey has been 
submitted.  By submitting your responses to your completed survey, you are providing 
your consent to participate in this study. 
 
Study Results 
The study results will be disseminated in a paper and presentation as a requirement of the 
Masters of Arts in Criminal Justice degree, and may also be shared at professional or 
academic conferences, as well as in academic or other publications. A copy of the results 
will also be provided to the Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police. If you wish to have a 
copy of the study results or final paper, please contact Michelle Davey at 
Michelle.Davey@student.ufv.ca. 
 
Questions 
CONTACT FOR INFORMATION ABOUT THE STUDY  
Should you have any questions about the study you may contact Michelle Davey or Erin 
Osterberg. Our contact information is listed below. 
 
Michelle Davey 
Email: michelle.davey@student.ufv.ca 
Phone: 778-836-9736 
Erin Osterberg 
Email: Erin.Osterberg@ufv.ca 
  
CONTACT FOR CONCERNS 
If you have any concerns regarding your rights or welfare as a participant in this research 
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study, please contact the Ethics Officer at 604-557-4011 or research.ethics@ufv.ca. The 
ethics of this research project have been reviewed and approved by the internal ethics 
Committee of the Criminology and Criminal Justice Department at UFV (Protocol 
#100238). 
Appendix C   
 
Email Content with Link to Survey 
 
I will send the following email with this Consent Letter attached along with the Survey 
Monkey link to my survey. 
 
Hello and thank you for taking my survey.  
  
I am a current serving police officer with the Vancouver Police Department as well as a 
Masters student at the University of the Fraser Valley. For my major paper assignment, I 
am studying barriers to promotion for women in municipal police agencies in Canada. 
Specifically, I am interested in learning about whether there are any barriers to promotion 
in your police organization. I have created a short survey that will take you no more than 
15 minutes to complete. I would love to hear your thoughts on this topic as well as your 
suggestions on how to make things better for future officers wishing to seek promotion. 
You are not obligated by any means to complete this survey. If you decide to complete it, 
you also may stop at any time. All results will be anonymized and no comments will be 
attributed to you directly. Please see the attached consent letter to review the full 
explanation of the survey details, and your rights and obligations as a participant.  
  
If the police culture needs to be changed, or barriers to promotion for men and women 
addressed, then we need to do this together. Your input will help inform a series of 
recommendations that will be shared with the Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police for 
dissemination to all police agencies. Thank you in advance for sharing your thoughts and 
experiences. Be safe out there.  
  
Here is the link to my survey: <LINK TO SURVEY> 
 
Michelle Davey 
Master’s Candidate 
University of the Fraser Valley 
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